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BEN LOCKERD 
Teaching Across the Curriculum 
and General Systems Theory 
In my undergraduate days I was uncertain whether to aim at becoming a doctor 
of medicine or of philosophy, and in my desire to be both, I frequently saw one being 
transformed into the other. When I learned in a quantitative chemistry course that 
crystals forming in a solution continue to both lose and gain molecules until they 
reach a critical size, after which they no longer dissolve but only grow, this natural 
law struck me as being analogous to the law of human nature asserted by G. I. Gurd-
jieff, who said that a point was reached in the development of higher consciousness 
at which the self no longer both declined and grew but crystalized so that it never 
again could be lost. It was striking to discover that a psychic law put forth by a Sufi 
mystic corresponded so perfectly to a physical law demonstrated by empirical chemis-
try. The most interesting area of biology seemed to me developmental biology, and 
the most exciting figure in that field was Hans Driesch, who demonstrated that if 
the two blastomeres of a cleaving sea urchin egg are separated each will turn into 
a complete (though small) sea urchin. In contemplating the mysterious process by 
which one cell can either become half of an organism (when the two blastomeres 
remain together) or a whole organism (when they are separated), Driesch eventually 
turned philosopher and joined Aristotle in positing an entelechy, an immaterial guiding 
force giving form to matter. Just as it becomes impossible to say whether certain sub-
cellular organelles are living or not, so the dividing line between scientist and philos-
opher becomes blurred when certain basic questions are asked. 
Non-empirical thinking occurs not only in biology but in the more mathematical 
"hard" sciences. Perhaps the best example is the famous story of the chemist August 
Kekule, who is said to have discovered the structural model of the benzene ring in 
a dream. This story nicely illustrates the importance of intuition and analogical thinking 
in scientific inquiry. 
As I was oscillating between biology and literature, my brother was firmly resolved 
on engineering, which is so practical in its orientation as scarcely to be scientific at 
all; but he 
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a l l ;  b u t  h e  h e a r d  B u c k m i n s t e r  F u l l e r  s p e a k  a n d  b e c a m e  d e e p l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  m o d e r n  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d ,  d e l v i n g  i n t o  
T h e  T a o  o f  P h y s i c s  a n d  o t h e r  s u c h  i n t e g r a t i v e  s t u d i e s .  I n  h i s  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  t h e  p h y s i c a l  
u n i v e r s e ,  F u l l e r  u s e s  a n a l o g i e s  a n d  c r e a t e s  n e w  w o r d s  t o  s u c h  a n  e x t e n t  t h a t  i t  w o u l d  
b e  n e a r l y  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  c a t e g o r i z e  h i s  w o r k  a s  e i t h e r  l i t e r a r y  o r  s c i e n t i f i c .  I n  t h i s ,  F u l l e r ' s  
t h i n k i n g  f o l l o w s  t h a t  o f  L u d w i g  v o n  B e r t a l a n f f y ,  w h o m  h e  a c k n o w l e d g e d  a s  a  l e a d -
i n g  t h e o r i s t ,  a n d  w h o s e  G e n e r a l  S y s t e m s  T h e o r y  i s  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h i s  p a p e r .  
" S c i e n c e "  a n d  " p h i l o s o p h y "  m a y  n e v e r  a g a i n  b e  s y n o n y m o u s ,  a s  t h e y  o n c e  w e r e ;  
s c i e n c e  i s  n o w  e x p e r i m e n t a l  m o r e  t h a n  s p e c u l a t i v e  a n d  h a s  p r o v e n  i t s  u s e f u l n e s s  a s  
s u c h .  B u t  i t  s e e m s  t h a t  s c i e n c e  h a s  b e g u n  r e d i s c o v e r i n g  i t s  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  r o o t s  e v e n  
a s  i t  w a s  a b o u t  t o  s e v e r  t h e m  f o r e v e r ,  a n d  i t  i s  i n  t h e  a t t e m p t  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  
e m p i r i c a l  s c i e n c e  i s  r o o t e d  i n  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  w e  m a y  s e e  s o m e  h o p e  o f  
r e i n t e g r a t n g  t h e  s c a t t e r e d ,  o v e r s p e c i a l i z e d  d i s c i p l i n e s  o f  t h e  m o d e r n  u n i v e r s i t y .  
W r i t i n g  A c r o s s  t h e  C u r r i c u l u m  a n d  t h e  m o r e  i n c l u s i v e  c o n c e p t ,  L a n g u a g e  A c r o s s  
t h e  C u r r i c u l u m ,  m a y  h a v e  a s  t h e i r  d e e p e r  a n d  l e s s  c o n s c i o u s  v a l u e  t h e  r e u n i o n  o f  
t h e  A c a d e m y .  O f  c o u r s e ,  p r o g r a m s  t h a t  c o m e  u n d e r  t h e s e  h e a d i n g s  h a v e  b e e n  d e v e l -
o p e d  w i t h  o t h e r  p u r p o s e s  i n  m i n d .  F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  t h e y  a i m  a t  i m p r o v i n g  o u r  s t u d e n t s '  
u s e  o f  l a n g u a g e  b y  e n c o u r a g i n g  t e a c h e r s  i n  d i s c i p l i n e s  o t h e r  t h a n  E n g l i s h  t o  m a k e  
a s s i g n m e n t s  t h a t  i n v o l v e  w r i t i n g  a n d  s p e a k i n g .  E n g l i s h  t e a c h e r s  a l s o  s e e  W r i t i n g  A c r o s s  
t h e  C u r r i c u l u m  p r o g r a m s  a s  a  w a y  o f  t a k i n g  f r o m  o u r  s h o u l d e r s  w h a t  w e  v i e w  a s  
u n w a r r a n t e d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  s t u d e n t s '  l a n g u a g e  p r o f i c i e n c y :  i f  " E n g l i s h "  i s  i m p o r -
t a n t  i n  n o  o t h e r  c l a s s e s  b u t  E n g l i s h  c l a s s ,  s t u d e n t s  w i l l  s e e  i t  a s  b e i n g  o f  l i m i t e d ,  s p e c i a l -
i z e d  v a l u e .  
F u r t h e r ,  b y  s h a r i n g  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t e a c h i n g  l a n g u a g e  u s e ,  w e  r e s i s t  b e i n g  d e f i n e d  
a s  a  " s e r v i c e "  d e p a r t m e n t  i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  a  d e p a r t m e n t  e x i s t i n g  o n l y  t o  t e a c h  a  b a s i c  
s k i l l  t h a t  t h e n  c a n  b e  u s e d  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  i n  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t ' s  c a r e e r  - r a t h e r  
l i k e  s h o e  t y i n g  o r  d r i v i n g  a  c a r .  W e  d e f i n e  " E n g l i s h "  i n s t e a d  a s  a  m e d i u m  o r  d i s c i p l i n e  
f o r  t h i n k i n g ,  f o r  t e a c h i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  - a  d i s c i p l i n e  n e v e r  p e r f e c t e d  o r  p e r f e c t a b l e ,  
a n d  o n e  w h i c h  c a n n o t  a c h i e v e  t h e  p u r p o s e  w e  s e t  f o r  i t  w h e n  u s e d  u n c o n s c i o u s l y .  
W h e n  w r i t i n g  i s  u s e d  i n  t h o s e  o t h e r  c o u r s e s ,  i t  s h o u l d  n o t  o n l y  b e  o n  t h e  a s s u m p -
t i o n  t h a t  r e m e d i a t i o n  i s  n e e d e d  b u t  w i t h  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h a t  w r i t i n g  a n d  s p e a k -
i n g  a r e  t h e  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  w e  c l a r i f y  o u r  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  a n y  s u b j e c t  - t h a t  a l l  d i s c i p l i n e s  
d e v e l o p  f r o m  t h i s  d i s c i p l i n e .  
T h i s  l a s t  r e a s o n  f o r  W r i t i n g  A c r o s s  t h e  C u r r i c u l u m  b e g i n s  t o  c o n t r a d i c t  t h e  f i r s t  
o n e :  l a n g u a g e  a r t s  c e a s e  t o  b e  s e e n  a s  b a s i c  s k i l l s  s t u d e n t s  d i d  n o t  g e t  i n  t h e  f o u r t h  
g r a d e  a n d  a p p e a r  a s  t h e  b a s i c  m e d i u m  o f  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n ,  t h e  m e d i u m  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  
t h e  t e a c h e r s  t h e m s e l v e s  c o n t i n u e  t o  t h i n k  a n d  t e a c h  a n d  l e a r n .  L a n g u a g e  i s  t h e r e f o r e  
20 
a unifying element in all the academic disciplines. It seems a short and natural leap from 
this point of view to the one I am proposing. It is really only a reversal of perspective 
to go from the aim of remediation to that of integrating the Academy. While there 
is no question that remediation must remain an important goal of such programs, 
it makes a great difference to think of using language study as a way of integrating 
the entire curriculum rather than thinking of using the entire curriculum to imple-
ment language study. 
A philosophical foundation for further development of this interdisciplinary pur-
pose may be found in the General Systems Theory of Ludwig von Bertalanffy. Of 
course other writers have worked on the problem of reintegrating the disparate fields 
of study - Alfred North Whitehead and Michael Polanyi, for example. Perhaps I choose 
von Bertalanffy because he came to this problem from developmental biology and 
I have some familiarity with that field. Also, as will appear, von Bertalanffy considers 
symbolic language the essential implement for increasing knowledge in any field, which 
supports the contention that Writing Across the Curriculum is not only one way 
of integrating the curriculum but the natural way of doing so. 
Von Bertalanffy realized the interdisciplinary ideal to a remarkable degree in his 
own career. Early on, he made a conscious choice between biology and philosophy, 
with the intention of integrating the two, no matter which he began with. In fact, 
though he chose to take up biology as his area of specialization, one of his early essays 
was on Nicholas of Cusa. 
Though he once belonged to a group dedicated to reducing all of biology to physi-
cal and chemical explanations, von Bertalanffy's entire approach repudiates the 
mechanist, or positivist, philosophy, while likewise rejecting the teleological vitalist 
approach instituted by. Aristotle and still current in the ideas of Driesch, Teilhard 
de Chardin and others. Von Bertalanffy argued that physical laws could explain non-
living, "closed" systems but not living, "open" systems, which he saw as actively respond-
ing to the environment rather than merely reacting. One manifestation of the active 
nature of living systems is what von Bertalanffy called "equifinality;' the ability of 
an organism to reach a goal by alternate means if one way is blocked. Driesch's experi-
ment with sea urchin embryos demonstrates equifinality, as does the ability of many 
amphibians to regenerate lost limbs.1 
The general principle that living systems are not fully explainable by properties of 
closed systems rests on von Bertalanffy's observation that the world is structured as 
a hierarchy in which there is a newly "emergent" property at each new level that is 
not derivable from the properties of the level below it. This is an extension of the 
Aristotelian dictum that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. In von Ber-
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t a l a n f f y ' s  v i e w ,  t h e  e m e r g e n t  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  a  h i g h e r  s y s t e m  a r i s e  f r o m  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  
o r  i n t e r r e l a t i o n  o f  t h e  p a r t s  r a t h e r  t h a n  f r o m  a  g u i d i n g  e n t e l e c h y ,  a n d  t h e  g e n e r a l  
l a w s  o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n  a r e  h e l d  t o  b e  d i s c o v e r a b l e  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y ,  t h o u g h  t h e y  a r e  n o t  
r e d u c i b l e  t o  c h e m i c a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  l a w s .  T h i s  p r i n c i p l e  l e a d s ,  t h e n ,  t o  a  b i o l o g i c a l  
t h e o r y  t h a t  i s  n e i t h e r  m e c h a n i s t  n o r  v i t a l i s t :  v o n  B e r t a l a n f f y  c a l l e d  i t  t h e  " o r g a n i s -
m i c "  t h e o r y .  
P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  s t r i k i n g  a n d  i m p o r t a n t  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  o r g a n i s m i c  a p p r o a c h  
i s  v o n  B e r t a l a n f f y ' s  p o s i t i o n  o n  e v o l u t i o n a r y  t h e o r y .  H e  a c k n o w l e d g e s  t h a t  " t h e  t r a n -
s i t i o n  t o w a r d  h i g h e r  f o r m s  o f  l i f e  o n  e a r t h  i n  g e o l o g i c a l  h i s t o r y  i s  a n  e m p i r i c a l  f a c t ; '  
b u t  h e  s c o r n s  t h e  g e n e r a l l y  a c c e p t e d  e x p l a n a t i o n  t h a t  t h i s  e v o l u t i o n  c a m e  a b o u t  
t h r o u g h  r a n d o m  m u t a t i o n s  a n d  " d i f f e r e n t i a l  r e p r o d u c t i o n "  ( t h a t  i s ,  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  
l a r g e r  n u m b e r s  o f  m u t a n t s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w e l l  a d a p t e d  t o  a  g i v e n  e n v i r o n m e n t ) :  
I  m u s t  c o n f e s s  t h a t  I  d o  n o t  s e e  a  s c i n t i l l a  o f  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  e v o l u t i o n  i n  t h e  s e n s e  
o f  p r o g r e s s i o n  f r o m  l e s s  t o  m o r e  c o m p l e x  o r g a n i s m s  h a s  a n y t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  
i m p r o v e d  a d a p t a t i o n ,  s e l e c t i v e  a d v a n t a g e ,  l a r g e s t  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  o f f s p r i n g ,  o r  i n  
w h a t e v e r  w a y  t h e  D a r w i n i a n  c o n c e p t  i s  c o u c h e d .  A d a p t a t i o n  t o  e n v i r o n m e n t  
a p p e a r s  t o  b e  p o s s i b l e  a t  a n y  l e v e l  o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  a s  i s  t e s t i f i e d  b y  t h e  p r e s e n c e ,  
i n  a l m o s t  a n y  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  o f  o r g a n i s m s  b e l o n g i n g  t o  m a n y  l e v e l s  o f  o r g a n i -
z a t i o n . 2  
T h e  p o i n t  h e r e  i s  t h a t  b a c t e r i a  o r  i n s e c t s  o r  r e p t i l e s  a r e  a s  w e l l  a d a p t e d  t o  t h e  e n v i r o n -
m e n t  a s  m a m m a l s  - p e r h a p s  b e t t e r  - s o  t h e  i d e a  o f  b e t t e r  a d a p t a t i o n  w i l l  n o t  e x p l a i n  
t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  h i g h e r  l e v e l s  o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n .  
V o n  B e r t a l a n f f y  t u r n s  t h e  t a b l e s  ( p e r h a p s  t o o  n e a t l y )  o n  t h e  s c i e n t i s t s  w h o  r e n o u n c e  
m e t a p h y s i c s  w h e n  h e  w r i t e s ,  
S t r u c t u r e  a n d  f o r m a t i o n  o f  p h y s i c a l  e n t i t i e s  a t  a n y  l e v e l  - a t o m s ,  m o l e c u l e s ,  h i g h -
m o l e c u l a r  c o m p o u n d s ,  c r y s t a l s ,  n u c l e i c  a c i d s ,  e t c .  - f o l l o w  l a w s  w h i c h  a r e  p r o g r e s -
s i v e l y  r e v e a l e d  b y  t h e  r e s p e c t i v e  b r a n c h e s  o f  s c i e n c e .  B e y o n d  t h i s  l e v e l ,  w e  a r e  
a s k e d  t o  b e l i e v e ,  t h e r e  a r e  n o  " l a w s  o f  n a t u r e "  a n y  m o r e ,  b u t  o n l y  c h a n c e  e v e n t s  
i n  t h e  w a y  o f  " e r r o r s "  a p p e a r i n g  i n  t h e  g e n e t i c  c o d e ,  a n d  " o p p o r t u n i s m "  o f  e v o -
l u t i o n ,  " o u t e r - d i r e c t e d "  b y  e n v i r o n m e n t .  T h i s  i s  n o t  o b j e c t i v e l y  f o u n d e d  s c i e n c e ,  
b u t  p r e c o n c e i v e d  m e t a p h y s i c s .  ( R o b o t s ,  M e n  a n d  M i n d s ,  8 4 - 5 )  
A g a i n ,  w h i l e  e x p o s i n g  t h e  p o s i t i v i s t  b i a s ,  v o n  B e r t a l a n f f y  d i v o r c e s  h i m s e l f  f r o m  t h e  
v i t a l i s t s  b y  m a i n t a i n i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  m u s t ,  i n  f a c t ,  b e  n a t u r a l  l a w s  o f  o p e n  s y s t e m s  ( l a w s  
o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  o f  p h y s i c s )  w h i c h  b r i n g  a b o u t  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  o f  h i g h e r  
f o r m s .  H e  c o n c l u d e s  a  b r i e f  s k e t c h  o f  h i s  t h i n k i n g  o n  t h i s  s u b j e c t ,  
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It appears, therefore, highly probable that present evolutionary theory is only 
a partial aspect. Instead of the empty claim that everything is maintained by 
random mutation and selection - of what I called the Tibetan prayer wheel 
of selectionism ... - there is a wealth of researchable and fascinating problems 
which, we believe, will open new perspectives and bring evolution into the frame-
work of organismic and systems thinking. (Robots, 86) 
According to this point of view, emergence of higher organisms can be neither com-
pletely accidental nor completely purposive: thus von Bertalanffy finds a delicate bal-
ance between two opposed philosophies of science. 
But by this time the patient and curious reader may be concerned to know what 
these biological matters have to do with Writing Across the Curriculum. Besides 
introducing the origin of General Systems Theory, my aim here is to point up the 
degree to which modern science remains, consciously or unconsciously, philosophi-
cal. Von Bertalanffy is one among many to have emphasized this insight. It is ironic, 
he points out, that many biologists insist on attempting to reduce their explanations 
to physical principles when physics has itself abandoned the Newtonian model (David-
son, 98-9; von Bertalanffy, Robots, 96). And he carefully insists that no science, no 
matter how empirical its orientation, avoids all philosophical presuppositions: in fact, 
empiricism itself is such a presupposition. Modern physics, through the theory of rela-
tivity, quantum theory, the Heisenberg principle of indeterminacy, etc., has turned 
back into metaphysics, and that may be the full circle capable of reintegrating the 
Academy. 
His opposition to the mechanistic approach in biology led von Bertalanffy to con-
demn it even more heartily in its appearance in psychology, a field he explored with 
Dr. Karl Menninger and others. Insisting that both Freudian thinking and behaviorism 
were reductionist, and fairly sneering at Desmond Morris's popularization of the "naked 
ape" idea, von Bertalanffy searched for the characteristic that would sufficiently mark 
mankind's categorical difference from even the highest animals. The decisive factor, 
he concluded, was our creation of symbols, and he later discovered that his thinking 
on this point had virtually coincided with that of Ernst Cassirer, Suzanne Langer 
and others (Robots, 22). Though von Bertalanffy never, to my limited knowledge, men-
tions the teaching of English (except obliquely when pointing out that a false under-
standing of our egalitarian ideal has led us to produce students who are not even 
competent in their native tongue), it is in this all-important area of symbolism that 
English departments naturally take a leading role: it is the English professor's particu-
lar business. to make students aware that human thought and language depend on 
our ability to create symbols. 
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I f  i t  i s  g r a n t e d  t h a t  r e a l  t h i n k i n g  i s  a l w a y s  s y m b o l i c  ( o r  a n a l o g i c a l )  t h i n k i n g ,  a n d  
t h a t  l a n g u a g e  i s  t h e  p r i m a r y  m e d i u m  o f  s y m b o l i c  t h i n k i n g ,  t h e n  a n y  c o l l e g e  d e p a r t -
m e n t  w h o s e  a i m  i s  r e a l  t h i n k i n g  w o u l d  c o n s i d e r  w r i t i n g  a n d  s p e a k i n g  p r i m a r y  v e h i -
c l e s  o f  l e a r n i n g .  O f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  q u e s t  f o r  r e a l  t h i n k i n g ,  g e n u i n e  d i s c o v e r y  o f  k n o w l e d g e ,  
i s  b y  n o  m e a n s  a  g i v e n  i n  e v e r y  c o l l e g e  d e p a r t m e n t ,  f o r  m a n y  s u b j e c t s  i n c l u d e d  i n  
c o l l e g e  c u r r i c u l a  t o d a y  a r e  s t r i c t l y  t e c h n i c a l  i n  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  o r  a r e  t r e a t e d  t h a t  w a y .  
O n l y  t h o s e  d e p a r t m e n t s  w h o s e  m e m b e r s  s e e k  t o  e d u c a t e  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  - t o  d r a w  
o u t  t h e  s t u d e n t s '  o w n  a b i l i t y  t o  c r e a t e  i d e a s  - c a n  b e  a l l i e d  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r  b y  
t h e  u s e  o f  w r i t i n g .  I n  a  w a y ,  t h e n ,  u n i f y i n g  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  t h r o u g h  t h e  c o m m o n  a i m  
o f  a c t i v e  s y m b o l i c  t h i n k i n g  m e a n s  r e a w a k e n i n g  i n  a l l  o f  u s  o u r  l o v e  o f  w i s d o m  -
o u r  c a l l  t o  b e  d o c t o r s  o f  p h i l o s o p h y ,  n o  m a t t e r  w h a t  d i s c i p l i n e  w e  s p e c i a l i z e  i n .  
O n c e  w e  b e c o m e  m o r e  c o n s c i o u s  o f  o u r  c o m m o n  a i m  a n d  c o m m o n  m e d i u m ,  w e  
o u g h t  t o  s e e  t h e  s a m e  i s s u e s  a n d  c o n c e r n s  a p p e a r i n g  i n  d i f f e r e n t  f o r m s  i n  t h e  v a r i o u s  
d i s c i p l i n e s .  G e n e r a l  S y s t e m s  T h e o r y  p r e s c r i b e s  a n  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  s t u d y  t h a t  d e m o n -
s t r a t e s  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  " i s o m o r p h i s m ; '  w h i c h  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  s a m e  p a t t e r n s  w i l l  b e  
f o u n d  i n  a l l  c o n t e n t  a r e a s  ( R o b o t s ,  6 3 ) .  V o n  B e r t a l a n f f y  e x p l i c i t l y  p r o p o s e s  t o  r e i n t e -
g r a t e  t h e  s p e c i a l i z e d  a c a d e m i c  f i e l d s :  " I n  e d u c a t i o n ,  s u c h  c o n c e p t s  m a y  c o n t r i b u t e  
t o w a r d  u n i f i c a t i o n  o f  k n o w l e d g e ,  p e r m i t t i n g  u s  t o  p e r c e i v e  a  g r a n d  p l a n  o r  s t r u c t u r e  
i n  w h a t  o t h e r w i s e  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  a n d  d i v e r g e n t  s p e c i a l t i e s  . .  : •  ( R o b o t s ,  1 1 4 ) .  S u c h  a  h o l i s t i c  
a p p r o a c h  i s  n o t  a c h i e v e d ,  v o n  B e r t a l a n f f y  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  b y  g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n  r e q u i r e -
m e n t s :  r a t h e r ,  a n  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  a p p r o a c h  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  b e  t a k e n  b y  t e a c h e r s  o f  
e a c h  s p e c i a l i z e d  c o u r s e .  A s  M a r k  D a v i d s o n  e x p l a i n s ,  
B e r t a l a n f f y  m a i n t a i n e d  t h a t  a c a d e m i c  o v e r s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  c a n n o t  b e  o v e r c o m e  b y  
s i m p l y  a s k i n g  s c i e n c e  s t u d e n t s  t o  t a k e  s o m e  c o u r s e s  i n  h u m a n i t i e s ,  a n d  v i c e  v e r -
s a  . . . .  H e  a d v o c a t e d  i n s t e a d  t h a t  e d u c a t o r s  p r e p a r e  i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  c o u r s e s  f r o m  
m a t e r i a l  c a r e f u l l y  s e l e c t e d  t o  h i g h l i g h t  i n t e g r a t i v e  p r i n c i p l e s .  F o r  B e r t a l a n f f y ,  a  
G S T  e d u c a t i o n a l  p o l i c y  w o u l d  p r o d u c e  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  w h o ,  t h o u g h  t h e y  m a k e  
t h e i r  l i v i n g  a s  s p e c i a l i s t s ,  v i e w  t h e  w o r l d  a s  g e n e r a l i s t s .  ( D a v i d s o n ,  1 8 7 )  
P e r h a p s  m o s t  c o l l e g e  t e a c h e r s  t h i n k  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  p u r s u i n g  s o m e  s u c h  i d e a l ,  b u t  
w e  r a r e l y  s e t  u p  s t r u c t u r e s  t o  f o s t e r  t h a t  p u r s u i t .  W r i t i n g  A c r o s s  t h e  C u r r i c u l u m ,  v i e w e d  
m o r e  b r o a d l y  a s  t e a c h i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m ,  m a y  b e  s u c h  a  s t r u c t u r e .  
M y  p r o p o s a l  m a y  s t a r t l e  f e w  o f  t h o s e  w h o  h e a r  i t ,  f o r  s o m e t h i n g  l i k e  G e n e r a l  S y s -
t e m s  T h e o r y  i s  s i m p l y  i n  t h e  a i r ,  a n d  h a s  b e e n  f o r  s o m e  t i m e .  I n  a  r e c e n t  e s s a y  i n  
w h i c h  h e  c o n s i d e r s  w h a t  a  t r u l y  n e w  r h e t o r i c  m i g h t  b e  ( i m p l i c i t l y  p u l l i n g  t h e  m a g i c  
c a r p e t  o u t  f r o m  u n d e r  t h o s e  w h o  c l a i m  t o  b e  n e w  r h e t o r i c i a n s ) ,  P r o f e s s o r  J i m  W .  C o r d e r  
s u g g e s t s ,  
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We have not yet seriously begun to explore rhetoric as a portal to other fields. 
Rhetoric may not be able to do for other fields what their own methodologies 
have not done, but rhetoric can help us see things in other fields in new ways, 
and when we see in new ways, we may think in new thoughts. 3 
Writing Across the Curriculum programs, if viewed from this perspective, can be a 
structure for exploring "rhetoric as a portal for other fields;' and I take it that by 
"rhetoric" Professor Corder means something closely related to von Bertalanffy's "sym-
bolism;' the creation of new ideas in necessary conjunction with the invention of 
new forms to contain and express those ideas. Rhetoric may be a sub-category of the 
more general notion of symbolic thinking, but it is the category most important to 
all disciplines except the fine arts and mathematics, and it is, of course, the special 
study of the English teacher. 
How would teaching across the curriculum look in practice? Like von Bertalanffy 
and Corder, I can claim that it is only in trying it that we will discover what it is 
to be. I would say, however, that such a program would call for our taking a more 
historical and philosophical view of each discipline (perhaps implying the need for 
compulsory introductory history and philosophy courses to prepare students for the 
endeavor). Science and social science courses might spend a good deal more time on 
the history of their disciplines; and rather than treating earlier scientific paradigms 
as simply wrong and fantastic, we should treat them as symbolic constructs based 
on certain assumptions current in the thinking of their times. Within each historical 
period, analogies ought to be pointed out in ideas concerning science, man, society, 
and the arts. When contemporary knowledge is studied, it ought to be with the same 
approach and with the awareness that we too make basic assumptions that limit all 
our discoveries. In short, scientists would tend to view themselves as natural 
philosophers again. C. S. Lewis calls for such a shift, in words that recall von Ber-
talanffy's: "The regenerate science I have in mind would not do even to minerals and 
vegetables what modern science threatens to do to man himself. When it explained 
it would not explain away. When it spoke of the parts it would remember the whole."4 
The social sciences might challenge their students to ask continually in what way 
their study can be, is, or ought to be "scientific" - and to what extent it must develop 
ethical principles. Psychologists in particular must open to their students the pro-
found philosophical issues their study raises by taking seriously older theories of the 
mind, as well as current theories that are in disrepute. 
The general function of English departments in teaching across the curriculum has 
already been suggested. In our study of language and literature we must emphasize 
what may seem paradoxical to some, that the great utility of language lies in its appar-
ently impra1 
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e n t l y  i m p r a c t i c a l ,  s y m b o l i c  n a t u r e .  W h e n  i t  b e c o m e s  o n l y  a  s y s t e m  o f  a u t o m a t i c  s i g n s  
( s u c h  a s  c a n  b e  t a u g h t  t o  m a n y  a n i m a l s ) ,  i t  l o s e s  i t s  c r e a t i v e  p o t e n t i a l .  I t  i s  o u r  p a r t i c -
u l a r  s t r u g g l e  a n d  j o y  ( b u t  o n e  a l l  o u r  c o l l e a g u e s  j o i n  i n )  t o  a w a k e n  i n  s t u d e n t s  a  c o n -
s c i o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  i n d i v i s i b i l i t y  o f  f o r m  a n d  c o n t e n t ,  s y m b o l  a n d  i d e a .  
F r e s h m a n  C o m p o s i t i o n  p r e p a r e s  c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  f o r  t h e  w r i t i n g  t h e y  w i l l  h a v e  t o  
d o  i n  f u t u r e  c o u r s e s  a n d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e i r  l i v e s .  T h e  s y s t e m s  a p p r o a c h  e n v i s i o n e d  
h e r e  w o u l d  e m p h a s i z e  t h a t  w r i t i n g  i s  t h i n k i n g  a n d  w o u l d  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  c r o s s  a l l  d i s c i p l i n e s .  R e a d i n g s  m i g h t  b e  c h o s e n  f r o m  t h e  
m a j o r  d i v i s i o n s  o f  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  f r o m  m a j o r  h i s t o r i c a l  p e r i o d s ,  a n d  t h o s e  r e a d i n g s  
m i g h t  b e  t r e a t e d  n o t  o n l y  a s  i n s t a n c e s  o f  g o o d  w r i t i n g  b u t  a s  c o n t e n t  w h i c h  t h e  s t u -
d e n t s  w o u l d  b e  e x p e c t e d  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  t o  w r i t e  a b o u t .  W e  w o u l d  t h u s  b e  i n t r o d u c -
i n g  o u r  s t u d e n t s  t o  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  s a m p l i n g  o f  t h e  w h o l e  u n i v e r s e  o f  k n o w l e d g e  
t h e y  w i l l  e n c o u n t e r  a t  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y ,  a n d  w e  w o u l d  h e l p  t h e m  d e f i n e  " k n o w l e d g e "  
n o t  o n l y  a s  r e m e m b e r i n g  t h i n g s  b u t  a s  k n o w i n g  a b o u t  t h i n g s  - a n d  k n o w i n g  a b o u t  
k n o w i n g  - t h a t  i s ,  a s  p h i l o s o p h y .  F r e s h m a n  C o m p o s i t i o n  w o u l d  t h u s  c o m e  t o  b e  
t r e a t e d  l e s s  a s  a  b a s i c  s k i l l s  c o u r s e  a n d  m o r e  a s  a  g e n e r a l  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  i n t e l l e c -
t u a l  e n d e a v o r  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y .  
I  m u s t  s a y  t h a t  I  d o  n o t  s u p p o s e  m y s e l f  t o  b e  s u g g e s t i n g  a  r a d i c a l  i n n o v a t i o n :  I  
e x p e c t  t h a t  g o o d  t e a c h i n g  h a s  a l w a y s  b e e n  t e a c h i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m .  B u t  t h e  
d i f f i c u l t y  o f  r e i n t e g r a t i n g  t h e  c o l l e g e  c u r r i c u l u m  i s  s o  g r e a t  t h a t  t h e  e f f o r t  t o  d o  s o  
m u s t  h a v e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  g r o u n d i n g  t o  m a k e  u s  m o r e  c o n s c i o u s  o f  o u r  t r u e  g o a l s .  T o  
t h i n k  o f  W r i t i n g  A c r o s s  t h e  C u r r i c u l u m  a s  t e a c h i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  i s  a  s l i g h t  
s h i f t  o f  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  b u t  o n e  t h a t  c o u l d  e v e n t u a l l y  m a k e  ( a n d  p e r h a p s  i s  a l r e a d y  m a k -
i n g )  a  p r o f o u n d  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  c o l l e g e  e d u c a t i o n .  
1  
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